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Abstract 
The democratic and symbolic deficit the European Union has been associated with has become dominant since European citizens 
consider themselves excluded from the process of European construction. Debating Europe platform is an online strategy of 
mobilizing and of getting citizens involved in dialogues with European politicians, experts and other EU citizens. This e-platform 
has been used especially during the European Year of Citizens (2013). We intend to provide an insight into the network of 
communication between European politicians, experts and EU citizens debating on the European identity. Our analysis will 
highlight the most visible EU citizens involved in the online dialogue and the most relevant frames and issues associated with the 
European identity.  
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1. Introduction 
The democratic and symbolic deficit has been a pervasive syntagm related to European Union both in the 
scientific literature (Della Porta & Caiani, 2006; Pribersky, 2006, Aiello, 2012 etc.) and in the official documents 
issued by EU institutions (The White Paper on European Governance in 2001, The Action Plan to Improve 
Communicating Europe by the Commission in 2005, The Evaluation of the Plan D/Debate Europe Citizen 
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Consultation Project in 2009 etc.). Throughout the years, attempts have been made to reduce the gap between the 
EU organizations and European citizens: the European Capital of Culture (Aiello & Thurlow, 2006), the EU 
birthday logo competition in 2007 (Aiello, 2012), the European Years (Cmeciu & Cmeciu, 2014), or the EU’s 
Futurum discussion forum (Wodak & Wright, 2006). The main aims of these attempts have been to close the gap 
between the citizens and the EU bodies by adopting a ‘bottom-up’ or ‘going local’ strategy of communication 
focused on listening, communicating and connecting with citizens. Nowadays, online subsidiarity is more and more 
salient within the context of digitalization. The ‘digital natives’ are more interactive, more involved in 
communication, more critical and demand more feedback than the previous generations (Zerfass et al., 2013, p. 54). 
Alongside with Futurum or Debate Europe, the ‘Debating Europe’ platform is a virtual public sphere where three 
principles rule: inclusiveness, diversity, and citizen participation. Unlike the one-way communication, this online 
platform is meant to focus on bi-directionality since it is expected that the European citizens and officials would 
discuss the issues at stake. According to Thomas Risse (2003, p. 2), the ideal typical European public sphere is “(...) 
if and when the same (European) themes are discussed at the same time at similar levels of attention across national 
public spheres and media”.  
‘Debating Europe’ platform, launched in 2011, may be associated with what Ruth Wodak and Scott Wright 
(2006, p. 253) identify as “the future of broad-based participatory democracy”. As Giles Merritt and Geert Cami 
(2013) mention, “Debating Europe is doing more than just broadcasting from the top-down, but is actually fostering 
a two-way debate” where the citizens initiate the debate and they put forward their opinions for the politicians and 
policy-makers to react.  
Our study will focus on the way in which the two-way communication was achieved in the debate over the issue 
‘Do you feel part of a common European identity?’, launched on October 29, 2013. Our choice for this particular 
strand of dialogue has one main reason: the skepticism that European citizens showed towards European identity. 
The Eurobarometer 77 (2012) highlighted two important aspects: (1) 49% of Europeans opted for an identity where 
their nationality comes before being European, 39% identified themselves with only their nationality and 3% 
described themselves as European only; (2) for Europeans the key to strengthening their sense of European 
citizenship is based more on social welfare than on political rights.  
2. Theoretical framework, method, research questions 
We will use the framing theory in our analysis of the European citizens’ comments on the debate topic ‘European 
identity’. Unlike the agenda-setting theory which views the process of salience transmission as a more or less 
unintentional byproduct of the news production system (Lasorsa, 2007), the framing theory (Weaver, 2007) views 
this process as more deliberative, with emphasis upon the process of how organizations promote powerful frames. 
Being considered “schemata of interpretation” (Goffman, 1974), frames are used by individuals to make sense of 
information or an occurrence. They provide “principles for the organization of social reality” (Hertog & McLeod, 
2001, p. 140). Frames rely on the selection of “some aspects of a perceived reality” which are made “more salient in 
a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral 
evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described” (emphasis by R. M. Entman, 1993, p. 52).  
Even if framing is usually associated with the manner in which media report on a topic, and consequently with 
the influential role that media play in the shaping of the public’s perceptions and opinions about a particular issue, 
we will use the framing theory in our analysis of the European citizens’ online comments. We consider that they 
also become generators of content since they are empowered to select and make salient certain issues related to the 
‘European identity’ debate topic. In our analysis we will group the issues around R. M. Entman’s four substantive 
frames and we will adapt each frame to this debate topic: problem definition (defining effects or conditions as 
problematic), causal interpretation (identifying causes), treatment recommendation (endorsing remedies or 
improvements), and moral evaluation (conveying a moral judgment).  
Our qualitative content analysis will focus on the 135 online comments of the debate topic “Do you feel part of a 
common European identity?”, launched on the ‘Debating Europe’ platform on October 29, 2013. The two authors 
served as coders. Both read and coded the comments independently and constantly discussed the findings. The 
research questions of our study are the following: 
RQ1: Who are the most visible and interactive online European citizens? 
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RQ2: Which frames and issues dominate the dialogue about the European identity? 
3. Findings 
3.1. EU citizens’ visibility and interaction  
The quantitative analysis of the online European citizens provided an overview of the visibility and interaction of 
the 93 users who commented on the topic “Do you feel part of a common European identity?” The distribution of 
the EU citizens by the frequency of their comments shows that the highest majority (81%) of users posted only one 
comment, followed by those who posted two comments (11%), three comments (3%), four comments (2%), five 
comments (1%), seven comments (1%) and ten comments (1%). 
The discrepancy in the number of comments highlights that this debate topic did not lead to a great interaction 
among online EU citizens. Only 18 citizens out of 93 interacted among them. Two members of the European 
Parliament (from Slovenia and Romania), who indirectly joined the debate, were addressed two opinions of two 
users and they provided their opinions on the issue of common economic growth versus selfish national interests and 
on the pro EU-propaganda through school classes. The debate did not raise a great interaction among users, the most 
visible communication pattern being the question addressed by the moderator of the platform and the one-way 
responses provided by users.  
We coded EU citizens’ visibility in three categories: (1) number of comments; (2) two-way communication; (3) 
language usage; (4) country of origin. The three most visible commentators were: Marcel (10 comments), Guy 
Weets (7 comments) and Alex (5 comments). The network of interaction among the users who posted up to three 
comments is formed of the following EU citizens: Marcel, G. Weets, Alex, M. Dovey, T. Farquhar, C. Benning, M-
F Dubois. These seven interactive users may be identified as central nodes which interacted either among 
themselves or with other peripheral users (Dadi, Anna, J. Inauen, Smartness, F.J. Russus, O. Mateiro). The network 
of interaction among the online EU citizens shows two aspects: 
 
x The most visible user (Marcel, 10 comments) did not produce any seed message. All his posts were comments to 
other seed messages. His interaction with G. Weets provided the highest numbers of comments (n=7). Although 
he provided the highest number of comments, he had a two-way interaction only with one user (G. Weets).  
x Three other users (Alex, G. Weets, M. Dovey) provided seed messages and had a more diverse two-way 
interaction.  
 
Visibility in terms of language usage shows that English is the dominant language used in the debate upon a 
common European identity (131 comments). Portuguese was used in four comments and French and German were 
partially used in some comments. The use of Portuguese instead of English in seed messages is consistent with 
Wodak and Wright’s findings, namely that this language is preferred in debates over Europe. Despite this scarce 
linguistic diversity, the users who produced comments on this topic belong to different locations. Although they did 
not give their exact location, their names may be a sign of their country of origin. Besides Belgium, Germany, UK 
or France, Greece, Portugal, Spain, Romania or Bulgaria were also visible as countries of origins for the majority of 
users.  
3.2. Visible frames and issues  
The ‘problem definition’ and the ‘treatment recommendation’ are the most visible frames since the users provide 
insights into definitions of a common European identity and solutions to the bias addressed by the moderator in the 
beginning of the debate “economic self-interest versus the need for a European identity” and “a self-perception as a 
European versus a lack of cohesion among the various cultures of Europe”. This seed message is important in the 
flow of the debates since it leads the debate towards the ‘pro-EU’ versus ‘against-EU’ theme.  
The ‘problem definition’ frame focuses on the elements that define one’s identity. This frame embeds two issues: 
identity through geographical boundaries versus identity through ideology. The geographical identity involves a 
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dichotomy between the users who consider themselves belonging first to their country, then to Europe and who 
appreciate diversity (“Bosnian, Serb, Swedish, Stockholm guy, Scandinavian, European and cosmopolitan”, V. 
Lausevic, Oct. 29) and the users who clearly specify their national belonging and provide negative moral evaluations 
towards Europe (“I am Greek; therefore by default European…. we have no choice on the matter”, Ariwn, Oct. 30). 
This sub-thread of the geographical identity issue is relevant among the Portuguese users who participate in the 
debate, the majority expressing their skepticism towards Europe (“I’m from Portugal and I’m feeling like a slave in 
Europe”, J. Martins, Oct. 30). At the same time, the geographical identity issue is debated by two of the most visible 
users (M. Dovey and C. Benning). Their interaction started from Dovey’s seed message (“English first, British 
second. Never European”, Nov.1) which is evaluated by C. Benning as “bizarre” since “British … means absolutely 
nothing as a human profile” (Nov.2). M. Dovey’s response focuses on the argumentation pattern formed of space-
oriented and historical legitimation: “The term Great Britain was used before the term United Kingdom. […] Europe 
is a landmass, a continent. […] It’s a political construct.” (Nov.2). The ideological identity is mentioned by the 
majority of the most visible users. This issue clearly divides them into two groups: ‘pro-Europe’ through economic, 
political and social growth (G. Weets, Alex, C. Benning) versus ‘against-Europe’ (Marcel, M. Dovey or T. 
Farquhar). The main syntagms used by both sides to justify their position are the following: “EU is peaceful political 
construct” (G. Weets, Nov.2), “[…] I deeply admire our combined history, art, civilization” (C. Benning, Oct.30) or 
“free healthcare, free universities, social security” (Alex, Nov.20) versus “the Eurosoviet Union”, “Tax exempt jobs 
for the likes of Europolitburo chairman Mao Barroso” (Marcel, Nov.3), “the EU is leading to WW3” (M. Dovey, 
Nov.20). While the pro-Europeans mainly use arguments based on social, economic and cultural benefits, the 
against-Europeans are more creative at a discursive level by using the ‘portmanteau’ device (blending two words 
into one). For example, Marcel uses the portmanteau word Eurosoviet Union (Europe + Soviet Union) six times in 
his comments.  
The ‘causal interpretation’ frame mainly embeds issues, such as national pride, propaganda or ‘thirsty leaders’. 
One interesting point of the debate on the causes of citizens’ lack of trust in the EU is that even the pro-Europeans 
find arguments for the negative perception of EU. Their main arguments highlight an inadequate way of 
communicating the EU values and policies:  “The EU does great things but the communication is poor” (G. Weets, 
Nov.2) or “Your line is an oxymoron, one cancels the other. Therefore, your so called ‘motto’ is political correct 
nonsense” (C. Benning responding to O. Mateiro’s statement that ‘unity in diversity is a good motto’, Oct.31). 
The ‘treatment recommendation’ frame focuses on solutions that mainly exclude a stronger political union as 
Viviane Reding suggested in her meetings with the EU Commissioners and the ordinary citizens. Besides the 
skepticism radically mentioned by several debate participants (“Europe as a single political entity is a myth. It will 
never work!”, P. Esgalhado, Oct.30), we identify three strands of remedies: (1) investment in education and culture 
(C. Mouzeviris, Oct.29) as a counter-weapon to the Americanization of Europe, (2) tolerance as a means against 
national pride (V. Lausevic, Oct.30) and (3) common social policies against a political construct (Anna, Oct.31).  
4. Discussion and conclusion 
The EU motto, 'unity in diversity', seems to be contradicted by the results of the Eurobarometer 77 (2012): 39% 
of the European citizens identified themselves with only their nationality and 3% described themselves as European 
only. The 'Debating Europe' platform was launched to diminish the deficit between the EU citizens and officials and 
the debate issue, “Do you feel part of a common European identity?”, seems appropriate within the context of this 
skepticism towards the European Union. Our analysis of this debate topic on the ‘Debating Europe’ platform 
showed that the online communication among European citizens may be partially labeled as a form of a 
participatory democracy. The virtual debate on a common European identity involved 93 participants who generated 
135 comments, but they mainly preferred a one-way communication, the comments taking the form of responses to 
the moderator’s question. Despite the quite high number of users involved in this debate topic, the language 
diversity was very scarce, English being the dominant language used in the comments. The interaction network was 
not very complex and none of the politicians or policy-makers posted any comments to a seed message posted by a 
European citizen. The EU officials’ involvement was indirect through the moderator of the platform who addressed 
them two citizens’ opinions.  
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R. M. Entman’s four substantive frames helped us to identify the problems, the causes, and the treatments that 
European citizens see beyond the issue of Euro-skepticism. The visibility of the ‘problem definition’ frame shows 
that Euro-skepticism is still pervasive and that European identity has not stopped to be a sensitive issue. The online 
participants brought forth various arguments to support their lack of trust in a common European identity, mostly 
connected to geographical boundaries and ideological values. The issue of belonging to one European country and 
then to Europe is still visible among European citizens who make a plea for tolerance of the ‘other’. Despite the bias 
‘pro-Europeans versus against-Europeans’ which is very salient in this debate on a common European identity, most 
participants reject a stronger political union as the EU officials try to promote.  
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